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Good consists in the meaning that is experienced to be-
long to an activity when confl ict and entanglement of 
various incompatible impulses and habits terminate in a 
unifi ed orderly release in action. 
—John Dewey (1922/1988, p. 146)
In our article we examine meaning and action 
 within the “good” work of teaching and learning. As 
educators, we all have a sense of what  “good” teach-
ing may look like; however, John Dewey’s quote 
suggests how complicated and complex teaching 
and learning actually are and prompts our renewed 
attention to the matter of  what good is. Two premis-
es serve as the bases of our inquiry. One premise is 
that teachers and students deserve to experience this 
good, the meaning attained when they can make real 
sense out of “confl ict and entanglement” and act in 
a unifi ed way. The alternative, in Dewey’s words, is 
a “superfi cial compromise,” where one merely post-
pones meaningful confrontation with confl icts or is 
a victim to the pushes and pulls of forces seeming-
ly beyond one’s sense making. The good of genu-
ine meaning includes the power to act freely, knowl-
edgeably, and with purpose to experi ence personal 
awareness as a self-responsible agent in the world. 
The teaching–learning consequences of abandoning 
active meaning making must not be underestimated. 
Dewey (1964) argued, “Actively to participate in the 
making of knowledge is the highest preroga tive of 
man [sic] and the only warrant of his [sic] freedom” 
(p. 192). We fi nd Dewey’s words compelling, call-
ing us to actively participate in meaning making as 
the only warrant of our freedom. 
A second premise of the article is that meaning 
is part and parcel of Being. Constituting the rela-
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tional experience of self and other in time, assum-
ing a self within the confl icted and entangled physi-
cal and social world into which we are all “thrown,” 
Being evokes meaning making, and meaning mak-
ing evokes Being. Meaning may take a number of 
forms; how ever, Being is an essential core around 
which thinking and action can and should be uni fi ed: 
What do the meanings formed and actions taken re-
veal about the being who is thinking and acting? 
What does the being of this being portend for fur-
ther possibilities for thought and action? “The ques-
tion of being” (Heidegger, 1977) presents the oppor-
tunities and challenges for teachers and students to 
experience the good of meaningful life and self-re-
sponsible action. 
The entanglements to which Dewey referred de-
mand a communion between Being and meaning, 
and it is to this relationship that we turn as we ex-
amine the good in teaching. From the profession-
al literature and the students we teach we know that 
teachers and teachers-to-be yearn for such mean-
ing (e.g., Day, 2004; Liston, 2004; Macintyre Lat-
ta, 2005; Noddings, 2003a). Our concern in this ar-
ticle regards questions that must be confronted if the 
good of meaning is to be acknowledged, pursued, 
and realized in teaching and teacher education. 
Four principal questions guide our inquiry and ar-
guments in the article: 
What is the challenge of meaning in education? 
How should we understand Being? 
How is concern for Being in accord with the act of 
teaching? 
What can teacher education faculty do to orient teach-
ers and teachers-to-be toward meaning and Being? 
The Necessity and Challenge of Meaning 
What Charles Taylor (1991) said about authen-
ticity describes our attitude about meaning. Mean-
ing is 
an ideal that has been degraded but that is very 
worthwhile in itself, and indeed, . . . unrepudiable 
by moderns. So what we need is neither root-and-
branch condemnation nor uncritical praise; and not 
a care fully balanced trade-off. What we need is a 
work of retrieval, through which this ideal can help 
us restore our practice. (p. 23) 
Human beings necessarily are meaning mak ers/
fi nders/perceivers. Dewey (1926) said, “[W]hat is 
perceived are meanings and not just events or exis-
tence” (p. 317); that is, human beings do not con-
front their world as a series of brute happenings but 
as a realm of meanings. However, they are empow-
ered or shackled by the resources available for their 
sense making. For example, recent “reforms” such 
as the Interstate New Teacher Assessment and Sup-
port Consortium (INTASC) standards and the No 
Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act seek teacher ac-
countability largely in terms of measurable, gen-
eralizable, predetermined learning outcomes. Ex-
plicitly and implicitly these policies ask teachers to 
unify their actions around these sorts of outcomes. 
For instance, teachers may be torn between their 
impulse to do what is good for students and their 
impulse to comply with school policies regarding 
testing and curriculum. NCLB asks teachers to re-
solve the tension by accepting that the testing is 
good for students. INTASC asks preservice teach-
ers to serve students by focusing on content knowl-
edge and teaching strategies (Hostetler, 2002). The 
result may be meaning of a sort; however, intro-
ducing a concept to which we will return, these re-
forms have a common orien tation to “fabrication” 
(Arendt, 1958) that educa tion will be improved 
if teachers become better producers, producers of 
high test scores, or pro ducers of demonstrated skill 
at use of particular teaching strategies. This severe-
ly restricts possi bilities for meaning. 
As Dewey proposed, human beings connect with 
their world via meanings; they do not just undergo 
“events.” Perception, the act of dis cerning mean-
ing, also leads to awareness, the act of seeking to 
understand meaning. People strive to fi nd mean-
ing in tragedies such as 9/11 and the tsunami disas-
ter in Southeast Asia. Culture is full of stories, such 
as Richard Cory’s and Ebeneezer Scrooge’s, where 
people come to realize, sometimes too late, that their 
lives lack meaning or are full of meaning that they 
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have forgotten or failed to perceive. The experi ence 
of and desire for meaning is natural. That does not 
mean, though, that people do not have to be remind-
ed about the good of meaning and educated to expe-
rience meaning fully. In his exploration of experi-
ence John McDowell (1996) described experiencing 
as a “second nature.” Riding a bicycle may not come 
“naturally”; how ever, human beings have the requi-
site abilities, and with practice people can become 
skilled bike riders; riding becomes second nature 
for them. This is akin to the experience of meaning. 
To fully experience meaning people do not have to 
be forced to do something “unnatural,” even if they 
need to be encouraged and educated about it. The 
aim is to retrieve an aspiration perhaps forgotten or 
submerged in contempo rary educational trends, yet 
not an aim alien or novel in human and educational 
experience and memory. The aim is not to fi nd a bal-
ance between meaningful actions and meaningless 
ones but to restore meaning as an aim that can guide 
educational practice. 
Of course, it is possible to imagine someone say-
ing that teachers are not in school to fi nd meaning 
but to teach students how to read, write, balance a 
checkbook, understand the Bill of Rights, and so on. 
However, this is less of a challenge than it might fi rst 
appear. If we were to reply with something like, “So, 
you’re say ing it’s OK for school to be meaningless 
for teachers and students?” we would quickly have 
our antagonist backpedaling. The fact is appeals to 
meaning are ubiquitous. For example, INTASC con-
nects its conception of teaching to meanings such as 
making the nation economically competitive. Pro-
ponents of NCLB assert that the aim is to provide 
a quality education for all children. The claims are 
that there is purpose, point, sense—that is, mean-
ing—in the schooling proposed. 
The importance of a meaningful education is not 
in dispute. The vital issue is what mean ingful teach-
ing and learning entail. As Taylor (1991) suggested, 
the debate should not be over meaning but about it, 
about the work entailed in perceiving and negotiat-
ing meaning, making sense out of confl ict and en-
tanglement. 
There will be disagreements regarding mean ing. 
Yet we propose that in the complexity we can fi nd 
“common meanings”—common aspira tions, com-
mon questions that are the sources and aims of the 
search—people can share despite their disagree-
ments (Taylor, 1971). Being is one such common 
meaning. 
Understanding the Question of Being: Heidegger 
and Arendt 
Teachers, like all human beings, ask, “Who am 
I?” “Why am I doing this?” or “What’s the sense 
of that?” We contend that the debate about mean-
ing must include attention to meaning as a question/
project of Being: What do one’s activities as a teach-
er mean for one’s Being? This is not a selfi sh interest, 
although teachers have a legitimate self-interest in 
expe riencing their work as good and understanding 
its meaning for their Being. It is essential to respon-
sible practice that teachers accept and understand 
the connection between their actions and beliefs and 
their Being. If a teacher were to say, “I will prepare 
students for high-stakes achievement tests, but I do 
not believe in those tests,” this might be one way to 
resolve confl icts and entanglements while preserv-
ing Being in the sense of being faithful to some be-
liefs. However, it also implies a person who is will-
ing to act contrary to some of her or his beliefs. We 
do not condemn teachers for making such a choice; 
however, we do insist that teachers must confront 
the implications for Being and accept responsibility 
for being the persons they are rather than say, “I did 
that, but it wasn’t really me.” 
We draw three principles from our discus sion of 
Heidegger. The fi rst is the temporality of Being and 
the need for human beings to be active inquirers and 
perceivers of meaning. Meanings are neither fi ctions 
nor brute facts. There may be a number of legiti-
mate meanings to be discerned in the confl icts and 
entangle ments of teaching. The second related prin-
ciple regards the multiplicity of Being, acknowledg-
ing the plurality of meanings and the implica tions of 
that for the multiplicity of Being, a multiplicity with-
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in the individual and the nat ural and social world 
around her. Finally, to begin to reveal the Being of 
individuals within the multiplicity, confl icts, and en-
tanglements, teachers (and others) must eschew at-
tempts to take control of Being and to force mean-
ing from or onto students and themselves. These are 
essential basic principles that guide our inquiry into 
meaning, even though later in our article we turn to 
Hannah Arendt’s (1958) work to provide the vital 
link that connects Being to teaching. 
“The question of being” (Heidegger, 1977) char-
acterizes the revealing we encounter in the voices 
and experiences of our students who come to the 
university to fi nd meaning in teaching and in being a 
teacher. For our talk of Being, existential questions, 
and meaning might seem quaint at best or, at worst, 
down right dangerous, given the often-diffi cult eco-
nomic, social, and political realities teachers and 
young people face. It might be wonderful to ponder 
the meaning of life; however, teachers and students 
still have to be able to sustain themselves as workers 
and citizens. We argue that revealing Being is not 
inconsistent with typical educational activities and 
aims; indeed, it depends on them. 
Heidegger (1977) argued that to understand Be-
ing one must fi rst understand the human sit uation 
of being, Dasein (Being-there). In other words, all 
understanding is specifi cally situ ated and histori-
cally conditioned. Temporality is a given and so is 
context. Heidegger called this the ontological pri-
ority of the question of Being (p. 52). In a world 
that has become “dis enchanted,” (and we would ar-
gue disillu sioned) where meaning can no longer be 
deemed simply embodied in the world, the explora-
tion of Being evokes movement in search of mean-
ing; it is the kind of Being that inquires and learns 
from inquiry (p. 88). 
If Heidegger is right, a fi rst step for teachers in 
pursuit of meaning is to acknowledge their “thrown-
ness,” which recognizes the need to understand 
meaning as a search, an inquiry. However, this need 
may not be obvious to teachers. At least, we hear 
our students say things that seem like an acknowl-
edgement of their “thrownness” but which they take 
to obvi ate their need or ability to inquire; for exam-
ple, “If you’ve signed a contract you have to do what 
it says” or “That’s just the way things are; there’s 
nothing you can do about it.” The meaning they per-
ceive seems to be, when you’re “thrown” you’re 
stuck. Heidegger suggested that “throw-ness” offers 
an opportunity for inquiry, to “throw” one’s Being 
into meaning making. 
Part of Heidegger’s response to this sort of prob-
lem lies in his appeal to the multiplicity of Being. 
As David Krell (1977) explained in his introduction 
to Heidegger’s Basic Writings, “as we surrender the 
diverse senses of Being to a sterile uniformity, to 
one that can no longer entertain variation and multi-
plicity, we become immeasurably poorer—and that 
such poverty makes a difference” (p. 35). It is not 
surprising that teachers construe “thrownness” as 
“stuck ness” when they are not encouraged to see the 
variation and multiplicity of Being. The example we 
introduced above is a problem of production; how-
ever, production per se need not be a problem. The 
problem lies in any sort of “conformity.” The domi-
nance of production is one example, one that threat-
ens the multi plicity of Being, that obscures the fact 
that being stuck is not the only mode of Being open 
to people. 
As teacher educators, our attention must turn to 
the possibilities for multiplicity in teachers’ work. 
Educators’ voices and experi ences show that they 
seek variation and multi plicity fundamental to hu-
man beings (e.g., Hansen, 2001; Jardine, Clifford, 
& Friesen, 2003; Noddings, 2004; Thayer-Bacon, 
2003). Throughout our course offerings we encour-
age students to experience the relational interplay 
of ideas as Heidegger’s (1977) “mode of being of a 
being” (p. 48). These concerns characterize the en-
suing conversations we have as faculty grap pling 
with the functions, intentions, and motives delineat-
ing our coursework. A broader, richer conception of 
meaning focuses on funda mental existential ques-
tions about “Who am I?” “Why am I here?” “What 
is the signifi cance of this natural and social world 
I fi nd myself in?” Simply foregrounding and talk-
ing about these questions are not enough, howev-
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er. The critical issue is how educators strive to help 
their students and themselves answer them. Here, 
too, Heidegger had important insights. 
One might argue that a standardized test can be-
gin to reveal who a child is: she is good with lan-
guage but not so good with math and logical opera-
tions. We need not deny that this tells us something 
about the being of the child. However, it is an ap-
proach that “has the character of a setting-upon, in 
the sense of a challenging-forth” that is characteris-
tic of mod ern technology (Heidegger, 1977, p. 297). 
For Heidegger this “challenging-forth” involves two 
problems. One is that though this may yield some-
thing “correct”—the child does indeed have lan-
guage ability while lacking other abilities—it yields 
only something partial. We may reveal something 
correct about the child; however, that is not the same 
as having the truth about her. The danger is that “in 
the midst of all that is correct the true will with draw” 
(Heidegger, 1977, p. 308). The second, related prob-
lem is that all revealing will be construed as forcing, 
something within our control. However, Heidegger 
(1977) argued that “man does not have control over 
uncon cealment itself, in which at any time the real 
shows itself or withdraws” (p. 299); what we can do 
is start the revealing on its way to arrival (p. 292). 
However, the premise of fab rication is that people 
do have such control over the products they aim to 
manufacture. 
As we mentioned earlier, Heidegger pro vided 
three basic principles for our inquiry; however, he 
is also instructive because of the limitations in his 
philosophy, and so we seek additional refi nements 
in our conception of meaning and Being. First, what 
is this Being we are striving for? Thomas McCarthy 
(1991) noted two senses of Dasein: a unitary sense 
and a sense that accepts plurality resulting from con-
crete historical and social circumstances. The crux 
of the issue is found in the questions: Does plurali-
ty manifest itself only toward the “truth” of Being? 
Or is plurality ontologically fundamental and ine-
liminable? For McCarthy, at stake is our attitude to-
ward other human beings, and he saw Heidegger fail-
ing on that score. For Heidegger, it is the “isolated 
Dasein” that must determine authentic Being. This 
turns attention away from Being as a public proj-
ect, a form of public action. Furthermore, this leaves 
no place “for a response and respon sibility for the 
mundane pain and suffering of other human beings” 
(Bernstein, 1991, p. 134). If we devalue what is in-
cidental and so “merely correct” in comparison with 
the “truth” of Being, it can be too easy to dismiss hu-
man suffering as “mundane” vis-à-vis the suppos-
edly “true” task of saving “man’s essen tial nature” 
(Bernstein, 1991, pp. 132-133). 
Heidegger’s claim that people do not have con-
trol over the revealing of Being presents another 
limitation. Being cannot be forced; how ever, that 
does not exempt human beings from responsibility 
while searching for Being. Starting revealing on its 
way to arrival is not always enough; responsible ac-
tion in the world is neces sary also. As Dewey pro-
posed in the quotation that began this article, mean-
ing is not just a mental task but involves a “release 
in action.” 
Hannah Arendt (1958) offered a response to 
these dangers that makes the connection between 
action as a public project and revealing Being. For 
Arendt, action is the peculiarly human way people 
show they are the unique individuals they are. In 
action, people reveal who they are, what they in-
tend and value, the meanings they attach to events. 
Actions are not “acts,” merely things people do, 
but things undertaken with some meaning in mind, 
and so things that can reveal actors’ purposes, val-
ues, and understandings of their situation, reveal-
ing something of who they are. However, what is 
revealed cannot simply be read from the overt acts. 
Hence, Arendt argued for the vital role of speech; 
actions cannot speak for themselves. For instance, 
a classroom art project for which dif ferent students 
produce different sculptures might reveal their oth-
erness and distinctness; however, revealing the 
uniqueness of each child requires speech, the sto-
ry that accompanies each child’s activity. These sto-
ries are not just about people. Arendt argued that the 
relevant speech typically is concerned for “matters 
of the world of things”: 
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Action and speech go on between [people], as they 
are directed toward them, and they retain their 
agent-revealing capacity even if their content is ex-
clusively “objective,” concerned with the matters of 
the world of things in which [people] move, which 
physically lies between them and out of which arise 
their specifi c, objective, worldly inter ests. . . . Most 
action and speech is concerned with this in-be-
tween, which varies with each group of people, so 
that most words and deeds are about some worldly 
objective reality in addition to being a dis closure of 
the acting and speaking agent. (p. 182) 
The upshot is that action and speech in edu cation 
and elsewhere are not about escaping the “mundane” 
realities around and “in-between” teachers, students, 
and others. Fabrication is a fundamental human ac-
tivity, one that produces artifacts without which hu-
man affairs would be fl oating, futile, and vain (Ar-
endt, 1958, p. 204). Teachers and students need to 
produce things: subject matter lessons, classroom 
policies, com positions, science experiments. The 
point is to provide a space for people to voice some-
thing of themselves (which is not the same as mere 
“talk”) (Arendt, 1958, p. 180) with and through those 
products. Nel Noddings (1993), for example, argued 
for addressing existential ques tions in schools and 
offered suggestions for how to do that. (Noddings’s 
concern is teenagers; however, even younger children 
are capable of dealing with such questions; see Mat-
thews, 1984). However, human beings as fabricators 
(homo faber), if they think only in those terms, are 
incapable of understanding meaning (Arendt, 1958, 
p. 155). Within homo faber’s restricted world, every-
thing must be of use, including meaning. Meaning be-
comes just “another object among objects,” another 
tool or aim to be chosen insofar as it is “useful” (Ar-
endt, 1958, pp. 154 155), an orientation that precludes 
full under standing of meaning. A narrowly utilitarian 
conception of teaching grants meaning a proper place 
only if it is “useful” for subject matter instruction, 
raising test scores, and so on. However, this brings 
us to our fourth question: What can teacher education 
faculty do to break or avoid such narrowing of mean-
ing? In the next two sections we consider the possibil-
ities for retrieving a fuller conception of meaning and 
Being within professional communities. 
Meaning/Teaching/Being within Professional 
Communities 
Meaning is not a new concern for education schol-
ars (e.g., Bruner, 1990; Phenix, 1964), and profes-
sional communities have long been rec ognized as 
places within which learning becomes a communal 
enterprise where mean ing prospers (Schwab, 1976). 
In these contexts, individuals are presented with a 
multiplicity of opportunities to expand their intel-
lectual, pro fessional, and pragmatic ideas and con-
cerns. Nel Noddings (2003b) stated that “teaching 
is thoroughly relational, and many of the goods are 
relational,” constituting teaching as neces sarily a 
deliberative and interactive practice (p. 249). The 
space for meaning making thus demands the goods 
of meaning making: rela tional complexities, plural-
ity, natality. As “learning is primarily about human 
beings who meet, meeting and learning are insepara-
ble,” and, thus, inherently relational (Bingham & 
Sidorkin, 2004, p. 5). 
Within the teaching profession, researchers have 
noted that professional development within these 
communities is crucial to sound professional judg-
ment and practice (Fullan & Hargreaves, 1992; Lit-
tle, 1982, 1993; Lord, 1994). The success of such 
professional com munities, where teachers have op-
portunities to consult each other and access profes-
sional resources and materials, is largely dependent 
on the local or situational contexts rather than on ex-
ternal mandates or policies. In other words, irrespec-
tive of external pressures one way or another, sound 
professional judgment is mediated by teachers’ im-
mediate concerns and implicit understandings of 
their own prac tice and their students’ learning, es-
pecially as teachers make innovative changes to 
their cur ricula and classroom assessments. The local 
character of professional development and the “crit-
ical colleagueship” (see Lord, 1994) that develops 
in the community are key factors in the evolution 
of sound judgments and good teaching. However, if 
such meaning making remains unretrieved by edu-
cators, they close and limit these spaces. Gallego, 
Hollingsworth, and Whitenack (2001) emphasized 
this danger: “Without the opportunities to develop 
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the capacities for relational knowing, teachers and 
teacher educators will never be able to teach their 
students to develop such capacities” (p. 261). 
Cohen (1988) remarked that good teaching is in-
herently diffi cult because it is the practice of “hu-
man improvement.” Making matters espe cially dif-
fi cult is the fact that teachers have direct control 
over neither the improvement of outcomes (teach-
ers must depend on their students to achieve the re-
sults for which the teachers are responsible) nor 
the improvement of resources (teachers must live 
and work with the resources and within the struc-
tures pro vided by society). Dewey (1938), Jackson 
(1968), and Lortie (1975) have all noticed (and rec-
ommended) that teachers internalize the “technical” 
language of their profession to enable themselves 
to make their judgments coherent to students, col-
leagues, and adminis trators. However, Lortie also 
noted that through “shared discussion and analysis, 
refl exive conservatism (and conformism) will be 
less readily sustained” (p. 232). The confl icts and 
entanglements teachers face between the “techni-
cal” and their own sense of being calls for retriev-
ing and constructing new meaning in their teach-
ing, what Cohen (1988) alluded to as “adventurous 
teaching.” Cohen contended that “adventurous 
teaching” includes teachers becoming advocates 
of uncertainty, abandon ing rigid conventions, tak-
ing more risks, and depending on students more ex-
plicitly. For a host of reasons known all too well 
to practicing teachers, teaching requires incredible 
fl exibility and dynamic responsiveness. No matter 
how much a teacher plans, she or he is likely to en-
counter the unexpected, and Being is at stake in the 
potential meaning residing outside those plans. A 
good teacher will not only expect “the unexpect-
ed” but also fi nd a way to learn from the challenge 
of surprise. Knowing when and where that learning 
will occur is neither pre dictable nor obvious. Judg-
ments made along the way, from hour to hour dur-
ing a school day, are, for the most part, quick and 
refl exive rather than refl ective. Teachers have little 
time for indi vidual refl ection, let alone the sort of 
professional speech with colleagues that can more 
readily stimulate refl ection. Yet, as Dewey (1938) 
com mented, it is common experiences (especially 
those “unexpected” moments) across class rooms 
and teachers that can draw communi ties together 
with the shared purpose of learning from all types 
of classroom events and participants. Thus, teach-
er learning is not likely to emerge as the sole result 
of reactions to the impulses of everyday practice. 
In light of Cohen’s observations and the realities 
of teachers’ schedules, retrieving meaning in teach-
ing seems to be a productive and useful heuris tic; it 
may provide a way to explain how teachers contin-
ue to be and become teachers to achieve profession-
al growth and understand ing of one’s practice. 
From this discussion we can recognize the po-
tential power of professional communities; howev-
er, we would like to press the issue further. Above 
we argued that appeals to meaning are ubiquitous. 
However, we cannot and should not propose that 
there is one meaning to be found in the complex-
ity of human life; there will be debate about mean-
ing. Meaningfulness, as we are conceiving it, is 
fully compatible with multiplicity, plurality, com-
plexity, disagreement, and uncertainty. Indeed, it 
thrives on these things. Meaning can be found in a 
number of things, in a number of ways, to a num-
ber of degrees. Far from nar rowing the aims of ed-
ucation, concern for meaning enables teachers and 
teacher educa tors to show the complexity of human 
aspira tions, the many infl uences on and distortions 
of meaning resulting from historical, cultural, po-
litical, economic, and other forces. Meaning pro-
vides a ground to teach preservice and in-service 
teachers the value of treating students as individ-
uals, of looking beyond impover ished conceptions 
of meaning in education to make their lives and the 
lives of their students more complex, complicated, 
and connected. This does not imply that their lives 
will be hap pier. Seeing that the meaning of stan-
dardized testing may not lie only or primarily in its 
ben efi ts for students but rather in its connections to 
some political or ideological agenda may well lead 
to disillusionment, anger, and other unpleasant con-
sequences. However, there is value in that aware-
ness. It provides a ground for agency, for teach-
ers and students to resist imposition of meaning on 
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them, at least to search for meaning within the con-
text that con fronts them. 
In these ways, we believe teacher educators can 
share “common meanings.” Deep divides still can 
exist concerning what is and becomes meaning-
ful. Nonetheless, there can be fruitful conversation 
across such divides. To suggest how this is so, in 
the next section we offer our experiences and re-
fl ections as faculty who have tried to engage with 
teacher education students in the search for mean-
ing in their work. 
Common Meanings:
Three Colleagues’ Experiences
As an educational anthropologist (Loukia K. Sar-
roub), educational philosopher (Karl Hostetler), and 
teacher educator (Margaret Macintyre Latta), po-
sitioning students to take up the question of Being 
through conversa tions between self and other(s) is 
at the core of our role as social foundations faculty 
in a col lege of education. Such participatory think-
ing, speaking, and acting are integral to our under-
standings of knowledge as understandings gained al-
ways in relation to other(s) and to the world. Thus, 
there is much we have in common. However, we also 
differ in our orien tations toward Being and the mean-
ings we hope to incite. We hope to show that facul-
ty with varied scholarly backgrounds, research inter-
ests, teaching assignments, and so on still can come 
together in the common project of helping teachers 
and teachers-to-be experience the good of meaning. 
We describe ourselves as social foundations of 
education faculty. Social foundations of edu cation 
faculty have historically played a unique role in ex-
panding the spaces in which new educational mean-
ings can be perceived and constructed. By the very 
nature of their work, social foundations faculty are 
in a unique position to help students make such con-
nections. By nature, social foundations con front 
within teaching the multiple relations between cul-
ture, gender, ethnicity, history, pol itics, the person-
al, and other elements of Being. For example, the 
historian looks for connec tions between current ed-
ucational policies and their historical roots. The an-
thropologist looks for relationships among differing 
human cul tures and how individuals and collec-
tives make sense of those. The sociologist looks for 
connec tions between current attitudes about chil-
dren and the social forces that shape them. The phi-
losopher looks for connections between education-
al aims and conceptions of human fl ourishing and 
knowledge. The teacher edu cator looks for connec-
tions between such per spectives and the developing 
lives and practices of teachers in relation to their stu-
dents. Founda tions scholars, through their various 
disciplines, tend to have a keen sense for the com-
plexity of education and human life, the tenuousness 
of “the best laid plans,” “the fragility of goodness” 
(Nussbaum, 1986). Part of our task as social foun-
dations of education faculty is to reenvision teach-
ing and learning as an ongoing, developing relation 
between self, other(s), and subject matter, assuming 
growth, transformation, and complexity in mean-
ings as primary within teaching and learning. 
Our search for common ground is a collabo rative 
undertaking among an educational anthropologist, 
an educational philosopher, and a teacher educa-
tor. We all differ in our dis ciplinary background. 
Two of us have argued our disagreements in print 
(Macintyre Latta & Hostetler, 2003). Nonetheless, 
meaning is our common ground, and through relay-
ing some thing of our meaning-making experiences, 
we take up meaning making as the object and means 
of our argument. 
An Educational Anthropologist 
As an educational anthropologist who is an eth-
nographer I am concerned with how indi viduals 
make sense of the mundane, everyday events of life. 
This can be as rudimentary as knowing that on Tues-
days one has department meetings or as diffi cult as 
knowing that one cannot predict what is likely to 
occur during seventh period English class. Making 
sense of these types of events involves the discov-
ery of patterns of participation (Goffman, 1959). 
The patterns themselves emerge from routine and 
surprise, from how people choose to engage in their 
own lives in school and home settings (Sarroub, 
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2001, 2002b, 2004). The educational anthropologist 
looks for, discovers, and inter prets how routine and 
surprise events make sense in light of the contex-
tual evidence, and then she or he proceeds to make 
the strange familiar and the familiar strange, all the 
while making arguments for the connections and dis-
tinctions among those relations. One does not ask 
why but how and under what circumstances peo-
ple do what they do. The educational anthro pologist 
looks for the “rich points” as Michael Agar (1994) 
called them, or for the “ah ha” moments (Willis & 
Trondman, 2000). These instances, no matter how 
mundane, illustrate how meaning is made among in-
dividuals and groups of individuals in cultural scenes 
such as a school lunchroom in southeastern Michi-
gan, a village in Yemen, a retail store in a mall, a 
tutor ial session, someone’s home, a community cen-
ter, or a running trail. 
Meaning making is a dynamic enterprise because 
it is ongoing and recursive, and cul ture is a lens for 
lending signifi cance to human experience because 
it refers broadly to the ways in which people make 
sense of their lives. Renato Rosaldo (1993) pointed 
out that “ques tions of culture seem to touch a nerve 
because they quite quickly become anguished ques-
tions of identity” (p. xxi). And like most tacit, shared 
knowledge, these assumptions become more explic-
it and even hardened when people fi nd themselves 
in contact with others who see cultural identity as 
quite different from their own (see Sarroub, 2005). 
In turn, “ah ha” moments occur when individuals 
make mean ing from the differences they encoun-
ter, when they reach a common understanding of the 
webs of signifi cance (Geertz, 1973). 
As an educational anthropologist I am com mitted 
to learning from others, how people understand what 
is signifi cant in the events they live from moment 
to moment. This is a valuable idea in educational 
settings where oftentimes knowledge is thought of 
as trans ferred or conveyed rather than shared and 
owned by individuals. Closely examining the rich 
points teaches our students to learn to become aware 
of the multiple layers of mean ing, the onions of life, 
so to speak. These onions, to carry the metaphor a 
bit further, offer a the oretical and methodological 
site for inquiry. The layers allow for the wedding of 
teaching and learning, for scholarship to be the ob-
ject and subject of the people who do the studying 
and the people who are, in turn, studied. At the heart 
of the work of anthropology and education is to con-
nect in a meaningful way to people in the most lo-
cal (the core of the onion) and in the most global 
(the outermost layer) contexts (Sarroub, 2005). To 
do this one must be an observant par ticipant actively 
and systematically discovering what is meaningful 
to key agents such as parents, teachers, policy mak-
ers, students, community members, government offi -
cials, and so on in the set tings they occupy (Sarroub, 
2002a; Sarroub, Pernicek, & Sweeney, 2007). 
An Educational Philosopher 
John Dewey (1916) described the philo sophic at-
titude as an inclination to make con nections among 
seemingly disparate entities: “Any person who is 
open-minded and sensi tive to new perceptions, and 
who has concentra tion and responsibility in con-
necting them has, in so far, a philosophic disposi-
tion” (p. 325). Described this way, a philosophic 
attitude is essential to meaning making and is not 
restricted to philosophers. We see it in what Loukia 
described as seeking patterns, experi encing “ah ha” 
moments when what appears as different sudden-
ly is not merely different, separate, and strange but 
somehow makes sense. However, it is an appropri-
ate way to describe philosophers’ work. 
The fundamental question I pose to students is 
“How does this serve people’s well-being?” Thus, 
the meanings I encourage have a strong normative 
and/or ethical dimension. In that way, my approach 
may dif fer from Loukia’s. At least, I make a distinc-
tion between an anthropologist’s interest in what 
people consider signifi cant and an ethicist’s concern 
with what they should consider signifi cant. Howev-
er, those concerns are comple mentary rather than 
competing. Much can be learned about what a good, 
meaningful life should be from what people actually 
yearn for (e.g., Nussbaum, 2000). 
At the same time, I see a good deal of over lap be-
tween my approach to meaning and Loukia’s. Her 
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aims of making sense out of “routine and surprise” 
and making the familiar strange and the strange fa-
miliar are philosoph ical aims. For example, the pre-
service students I teach tend to “know” what teach-
ing is all about: Teaching is the “familiar” activity of 
making lesson plans, taking attendance, pre senting 
subject matter, and so on. Part of my job is to make 
teaching strange. 
It takes some work, and it doesn’t happen for all 
students; however, confronting that question does 
lead to a sense of strangeness and so to questions 
of Being. When students think about lesson plan-
ning and what good it might accomplish, they can 
see a point in it; however, they also begin to see con-
fl icts and entanglements regarding things such as cre-
ativity and spontaneity. What does lesson plan ning 
portend for the possibility of creativity and sponta-
neity that can make their and their students’ work 
more meaningful and fulfi ll ing? Lesson planning 
becomes less “natural” and stranger when students 
begin to wonder what the point of lesson planning 
is, why there is such an emphasis on it, and how they 
will make sense of the complexities. 
Similarly, I try to take a strange idea—such as 
teachers are not just conveyors of subject matter but 
also should be political agents—and make it famil-
iar. Again, the basic question con cerns the good in 
it. I ask students to retrieve their familiar sense that 
politics affects their lives. I appeal to historical and 
philosophical conceptions of teachers as agents to 
show that maybe this is not such a weird idea af-
ter all. I appeal to the students’ own familiar past 
and current experiences as students—in the lunch-
room, in the classroom, on the athletic fi eld—to 
prompt them to consider what good did or did not 
come to them within their political milieu—for ex-
ample, a milieu hostile to teachers and students dis-
cussing controversial issues—and what they might 
have wanted their teachers to do regarding it. The 
initially strange idea becomes more familiar, more 
sen sible given the experiences they have had and the 
philosophic reasons to warrant it. 
The broad aim is for students to revisit the mean-
ings they experienced in teaching and learning, en-
tertain different possibilities for meaning, and pon-
der implications of multiple thoughts and actions for 
their teaching and Being. These meanings are not 
arbitrary or idiosyncratic. At the core of these pro-
cesses is the attempt to retrieve common meanings, 
to make connection with meanings to which human 
beings do and should aspire, meanings such as cre-
ativity, justice, well-being, identity, and others. 
However, one big hurdle I (and any philoso pher) 
face is the connection between thought and action. 
Students’ skepticism is voiced in statements such as 
“That (e.g., resisting a prin cipal’s demands) sounds 
great, but what does that have to do with reality 
(e.g., keeping my job)?” I do not force students to 
resolve such dilemmas any particular way, nor can 
I force students to reveal themselves; however, I 
can start unconcealment on its way by compelling 
them to face up to the complexities involved. Phi-
losophy, at least as I think about it, does not offer 
answers to tough issues; however, it does offer a 
realm of meaning to be confronted as students pon-
der their Being. 
One tool I use to bring thought and action togeth-
er is case studies (Hostetler, 1997). The point is for 
students to make judgments in real istic, diffi cult sit-
uations, to recommend a “uni fi ed action” in the face 
of confl icts and entanglements among important 
ethical values and their own habits and impulses. 
Students might decide to comply with an administra-
tor’s demands; however, in the meantime they have 
to seriously consider the possibly “strange” idea 
that resistance is an option. They have to confront 
what their decision means for their Being as a per-
son and educator. Few people would deny the value 
of resistance considered in the abstract. One reveals 
much more of oneself when having to go beyond ab-
stractions and platitudes and make tough choices, a 
choice between being a “complier” and a “resister,” 
for instance. 
A Teacher Educator 
I embrace the dynamism of the philosophic dis-
position as integral to meaning making. Thus, as a 
teacher educator I am mindful of positioning pro-
spective and practicing teachers to experience fi rst-
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hand the signifi cances of such a disposition, seek-
ing out and making connec tions within learning 
(Macintyre Latta, 2004). Dewey (1916) argued 
that “such knowledge never can be learned by it-
self; it is not informa tion, but a mode of intellectu-
al practice, a habit ual disposition of mind” (p. 188). 
And, he warned that it is within “affections” and 
“aver sions” that meaning is made (p. 188). In oth-
er words, learning spaces must incite deliberation 
and interaction encountering confl icts and entan-
glements. However, as I work with educa tors I am 
struck by how unfamiliar and uncom fortable many 
teachers fi nd such spaces (Macintyre Latta & Field, 
2005). Meaning making as a “habitual disposition 
of mind” is a diffi cult practice to cultivate in class-
rooms. It demands openness to multiplicity of all 
kinds, in the face of complexity and uncertainty as 
lived consequences of deliberation and inter action. 
Indeed, educators too often see mean ing making as 
a mammoth undertaking in a classroom setting. For 
example, 12 educators in a self-study research group 
relay how dis connected they feel from their teach-
ing prac tices and how that they actively resist (to 
varying degrees) disconnecting daily in their class-
rooms (Macintyre Latta, 2005). The dis connection 
they refer to stems from imposed policies, predeter-
mined activities, and estab lished expectations that 
undermine and dis rupt entry into meaning for teach-
ers and learners. Teachers fi nd themselves avoiding 
the processes integral within acts of meaning, ig-
noring the given relational complexities, and en-
suing plurality and natality (Arendt, 1958; Brun-
er, 1990). Meaning making is diluted or eradicated 
within the ensuing consequences of such disregard. 
At the same time, teachers are keenly aware of em-
bodied inner tensions and discomfort. They strug-
gle to articulate the underlying reasons but fear they 
are dismiss ing some students, ideas, differences, 
and questions. 
I do hear teachers voicing how isolated they in-
creasingly feel from students, colleagues, and them-
selves (Macintyre Latta, 2005). They describe a sep-
arate self performing as teacher, disconnected from 
understandings of self, students, and context, me-
chanically carrying out the tasks of teacher. Arendt’s 
(1958) distinc tion between action and fabrication 
seems fi t ting (p. 188). Action entails the presence 
of others, the constant contact with the world, the 
web of the acts and the words of other(ness). Fabri-
cation manipulates materials toward a preconceived 
end. Fabrication can take place in isolation; howev-
er, action is never possible in isolation. The fabrica-
tion teachers experience in their practices disguis-
es and sometimes obliterates meaningfulness within 
their teach ing practices. Dominant conceptions of 
student learning value fabrication, resulting in regu-
lated learning, generic learning products, and mono-
lithic curricula. Fabrication curtails entry into mean-
ing making; action prompts and fur thers entry into 
meaning making. And action entails embracing the 
ethical ground that meaning making opens into as 
integral to meaning making. 
The act of meaning making is the capacity to 
enable and deepen learning connections between 
self, other(s), and subject matter. It seems mean-
ing making demands a contextual responsiveness, 
valuing the relational com plexities unique to learn-
ers and learning, seek ing out the ensuing interac-
tions as productive elements furthering learning. 
Instead, teachers report a binding of capacities to 
see and act on the integral role relational complex-
ities hold within the development of meaning mak-
ing. Without acknowledging plurality and its lived 
consequences, Dewey’s (1916) “affections” and 
“aversions” are all too rarely encountered in teach-
ing and learning. The work of teaching and learning 
as a meaning-making venture is desired by teach-
ers; however, the terrain of such ventures is foreign 
and/or only an occa sional encounter. This is indeed 
cause for alarm. The task for me as a teacher edu-
cator then becomes to create the necessary condi-
tions and contexts for teachers to make mean ing, 
gain confi dence in meaning-making processes, ex-
perience fi rsthand the “good”(s) of meaning mak-
ing, inciting teachers to take such meaning making 
“good”(s) to their students as “a habitual disposi-
tion of mind” bringing meaning into Being. 
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Conclusion 
The question of Being forms the primary focus 
for the thinking and action involved in our pur-
suit of meaning as an educational anthropologist, 
an educational philosopher, and a teacher educator. 
Thought “entrusted” to us “fi rst joins and appropri-
ates us to thought” (Heidegger, 1977, p. 367). En-
trusting meaning to teachers and their students de-
mands atten tion to the relationships among people 
and ideas we each identifi ed. These relationships 
assume participatory thinking within the given re-
lational context. The “presencing in things” (Hei-
degger, 1977, p. 322) opens into thinking as the rela-
tional medium in which Being comes into presence. 
If such reciprocity is ontologi cally fundamental to 
human beings, entrusting meaning to teachers and 
their students posi tions participants to ask ”What is 
it that calls on us to think? What makes a call upon 
us that we should think and, by thinking, be who we 
are?” (Heidegger, 1977, p. 367) Heidegger’s ques-
tions seek what draws or calls us to think. Heidegger 
characterized this as not just simply giving us some-
thing to think about but as “gifts” integral to “en-
trusting” meaning to Being. Thought is essential to 
the meaningful work of teaching and learning. “To 
let learn” (p. 356) is to learn thinking and thus begin 
to retrieve meaning in Being a teacher. 
However, as we argued, thought may “begin mean-
ing and Being on their way to arrival”; however, 
thought must “terminate in a unifi ed orderly release 
in action.” We invite our students to think; however, 
we also invite— and sometimes compel—them to 
do, act, speak, produce. Teachers and teachers-to-be 
must confront the “mundane” as part of their obliga-
tions as teachers and to contribute through artifacts 
and speech to the “in -between” around and through 
which Being can be revealed. 
We believe the experiences we three describe 
suggest how meaning can be a common ground for 
social foundations of education fac ulty and other 
faculty within a college of edu cation who differ in 
the specifi cs of their work and disciplinary exper-
tise. The three of us work actively to make connec-
tions—among ourselves, ourselves and our students, 
people and ideas, ideas—that take into account so-
cial movements, temporality, epistemologies, ontolo-
gies, values, and the mundane, everyday events of 
human lives in an ongoing, recursive search for 
meaning and Being. 
Can that perennial human search be retrieved as 
an aim of education, an aim that makes manifest the 
vital relevance of meaning to human beings? At a 
time when national and international geopolitics ap-
pear to be at their most conservative and closed to 
rich concep tions of meaning, the outlook may seem 
bleak. Yet we believe there are reasons for optimism, 
if social foundations of education and other educa-
tion faculty do their part in interpreting and revi-
sioning meaning as it is situated in its current forms 
in schools of education and as practiced by teach-
ers. Most important, we can not dismiss the extent 
of yearning we hear in the voices and experiences 
of the teachers with whom we work alongside. Op-
timism contin ues to germinate from this yearning, 
gaining substance as a “critical spirit” (Krell, 1977), 
tak ing life in teachers’ thoughts and actions and cre-
ating meaning in Being a teacher. The ensu ing vital-
ity demands our attention. 
Serious revisioning likely will lead to con fl ict 
among people, including teacher educa tion faculty. 
The meanings we aim to retrieve and reconstruct can 
themselves confl ict. There may be times when one 
aspiration must be sac rifi ced for another, leading 
to interpersonal tur moil and existential discomfort. 
Yet, though there is the persistent question of how 
meaning should be understood and pursued, that is a 
very different matter than whether meaning should 
be an aim of teacher education. The question of Be-
ing is fundamental; it must be worked with, and to-
ward, constituting mean ing in/with/through Being. 
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